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For my Grandma, Betty, 





My doctoral journey started as I ended one chapter of my life and began another. 
During this most recent era, I bought and sold a condo, purchased a house, adopted a 
second dog, supported my partner through two years of cancer treatment, was promoted 
at work, obtained my Level 3 WSET Certification, traveled extensively, navigated life in 
a pandemic, and completed a triathlon, among other highlights. I have laughed, cried, 
yelled, and everything in between. In hindsight, I discovered that life goes on, even when 
you feel like you are stuck in the darkest recesses of academia. I owe so much to those 
around me for helping make life happen while I have been on this journey. My heartfelt 
love, appreciation, and gratitude to: 
• Donal Heidenblad, for putting up with all my ups and downs during graduate 
school, always finding new ways to make me laugh, and being my sounding 
board;  
• My family and friends who have cheered me on from afar;  
• My dog Duke, for always being willing to give me puppy love to make me feel 
better, on good days and bad – your face will always make me smile;  
• My dog Hammond, for being my quirky little buddy and joining me on long walks 
and/or runs virtually every day so I could escape and clear my head;  
• My supervisors and co-workers who have given me the freedom to balance 
work, school, and home in my own way so I could truly do it all; 
• Finally, the whole tribe of people who have helped me through my data and 
editing woes and kept me sane. You know who you are. 
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ARTICLE ONE: EXAMINING STRATIFICATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































ARTICLE TWO: A STUDY OF STRATIFICATION IN POSTSECONDARY 
EDUCATION: DEMOGRAPHIC PATTERNS IN THE POSTSECONDARY 













































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































TABLE 1: VARIABLES SELECTED AND CODED FROM EDUCATIONAL LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF 2002 












































































































































































(n= 7,562 unweighted; 1,941,770.879 weighted)  
Variables Sig. 
Odds Ratio  
(95% CI) 
Model .000 -- 
Intercept  .000 -- 
Race^ .000  
       Black/African American  .504 (.393, .647) 
       Hispanic  1.601 (1.210, 2.120) 
       Other  .789 (.612, 1.018) 
Sex^ .001  
       Female  1.28 (1.117, 1.486) 
Parent Education .001  
       First Gen  1.366 (1.136, 1.641) 
Family SES Quartile .000  
       Lowest Quartile  2.906 (2.195, 3.846) 
       Second Quartile  2.141 (1.637, 2.801) 
       Third Quartile  1.933 (1.550, 2.411) 
Prior Academic Achievement    
       High School GPA .000 -- 
Subpopulation: Degree Intent = Bachelor’s or Higher 
Dependent Variable: Level of First Postsecondary College Experience (reference category = Native 4-Year 
Enrollee) 
Model: (Intercept), FamilySES, HSGPA, Sex, FirstGen, Race 
Reference categories: Race: White; Sex: Male; Parent Ed: Non first gen; Family SES Quartile: Highest 



























































Model .000 -- 
Intercept .000 -- 
Race^ .001  
       Black/African American  .569 (.410, .790) 
       Hispanic  1.276 (.895, 1.819) 
       Other  .806 (.611, 1.063) 
Sex^ .013  
       Female  1.280 (1.053, 1.556) 
Parent Education .221  
       First Gen  1.152 (.918, 1.445) 
Family SES Quartile .000  
       Lowest Quartile  2.174 (1.522, 3.104) 
       Second Quartile  1.687 (1.209, 2.352) 
       Third Quartile  1.659 (1.269, 2.168) 
Prior Academic Achievement   
       High School GPA .000 -- 
Subpopulation: Degree Intent = Bachelor’s or Higher 
Dependent Variable: CC Transfer Student Indicator (reference category = Native 4-Year Enrollee) 
Model: (Intercept), FamilySES, HSGPA, Sex, FirstGen, Race 
Reference categories: Race: White; Sex: Male; Parent Ed: Non first gen; Family SES Quartile: Highest 















































































































White	 60.2%	 43.0%	 64.6%	 72.1%	 79.4%	
Black/African	
American	 14.3%	 20.1%	 14.4%	 12.1%	 5.7%	
Hispanic	 16.3%	 26.1%	 11.6%	 6.9%	 5.8%	























White	 65.5%	 69.1%	 57.3%	
Black/African	
American	 12.7%	 12.3%	 13.7%	
Hispanic	 12.3%	 8.5%	 20.8%	


























































































































































































ARTICLE THREE: MEASURING COMMUNITY COLLEGE STUDENT 








































































































































































































































































































































































Data Source Community College 
Penalty to Baccalaureate 
Attainment (Diversion) 
Increases Baccalaureate 
Access and Achievement 
(Democratization) 
National Longitudinal Study 
(1972) 
Sandy et al. (2006)**; 




High School & Beyond 
National Survey (1980) 
 
Sandy et al. (2006)**; 
Cabrera et al. (2005)** 
Lee et al. (1993)* 
National Education 
Longitudinal Study (1988) 
Alfonso (2006)** Melguizo et al. (2011)*;  


















Monaghan & Attewell 
(2015)** 
Monaghan & Attewell 
(2015)* 
Ohio (State-Level) Data 
(1998) 
Long & Kurlaender 
(2009)** 
 
*Findings when examining post-transfer rates of Baccalaureate attainment  
**Findings when examining rates of Baccalaureate success from start of community college through 
transfer and degree attainment 
+Data showed that once students completed the transfer, achievement was similar between rising juniors 







































































































































































































































































































































































































































(n= 7,562 unweighted; 1,941,770.879 weighted)  
Variables Sig. Odds Ratio 
 125 
(95% CI) 
Model .000 -- 
Intercept .000 -- 
First Attended 000  
       Native 4-Year Student  3.154 (2.674, 3.720) 
Control Variables   
       Race .004 -- 
       Parent Education .008 -- 
       Family SES Quartile .000 -- 
       High School GPA .000 -- 
Subpopulation: Degree Intent = Bachelor’s or Higher 
Dependent Variable: Degree Attainment (reference category = Less than Bachelor’s) 
Model: (Intercept), InstitutionTypeFirstAttended,	FirstGen,	Race,	Family	SES,	HSGPA 

























Model .000 -- 
Intercept .000 -- 
Degree Attainment .000  
       No credential  2.306 (1.921, 2.767) 
       Associate’s Degree  4.337 (3.315, 5.672) 
Control Variables   
       Race .000 -- 
       Parent Education .019 -- 
       Sex .002 -- 
       Family SES Quartile .000 -- 
       High School GPA .000 -- 
Subpopulation: Degree Intent = Bachelor’s or Higher 
Dependent Variable: Level of First Postsecondary College Experience (reference category = Native 4-Year 
Enrollee) 
Model: (Intercept), Sex,	First	Gen,	Race,	Family	SES,	HSGPA,	Attainment 
Reference category: Degree attainment: Bachelor’s degree 
	



















Model .000 -- 
Intercept .109 -- 
Pathway .429  
       Native Students  1.096 (.873, 1.377) 
Control Variables   
       Race .038 -- 
       Parent Education .017 -- 
       Family SES Quartile .015 -- 
       High School GPA .000 -- 
       Four Year Sector .000 -- 
Subpopulation: Degree Intent = Bachelor’s or Higher 
Dependent Variable: Degree Attainment (reference category = Less than Bachelor’s) 
Model: (Intercept), FamilySES, HSGPA, FirstGen, Race, FourYrSector, CC Transfer 















































Model .000 -- 
Intercept .000 -- 
Pathway .000  
       CC Transfer Student  2.643 (1.469, 4.755) 
Control Variables   
       Four Year Sector  .000 -- 
       Sex .024 -- 
       Family SES Quartile .001 -- 
       High School GPA .000 -- 
Subpopulation: Degree Intent = Bachelor’s or Higher 
Dependent Variable: Time to Degree (reference category = Average or less) 
Model: (Intercept), Sex,	Family	SES,	HSGPA,	FourYrSector,	CC	Transfer 
Reference category: Institution type first attended: Native four-year enrollee 
 













































































Percent	of	Sample	 60.2%	 14.3%	 16.3%	 9.2%	
Earned	Bachelor’s	
or	Higher	 72.1%	 8.8%	 8.8%	 10.4%	
Earned	Less	than	






































































































































































































































































































































































Bachelor’s degree aspirants’ initial enrollment (left), native enrollees vs. community college 










































































































































































































































POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND DISCUSSION 
If	policymakers	were	to	look	at	past	policy	developments	as	part	of	social	
reproduction	in	our	capitalist	economy,	“…the	history	of	school	reforms	in	the	
United	States	appears	less	a	story	of	an	enlightened	but	sadly	unsuccessful	
corrective	and	more	as	an	integral	part	of	the	process	of	capitalist	growth	itself”	
(Bowles	&	Gintis,	2007).	That	is	to	say,	some	theorists,	like	Bowles	and	Gintis,	argue	
that	past	policy	developments	have	fed	into	the	process	of	social	reproduction	and	
allowed	the	larger	inequalities	to	persist.	Sociological	theories	about	stratification	
are	important	to	explain	why	these	patterns	in	attendance,	attainment,	and	returns	
to	education	exist.		
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Both	the	empirical	findings	and	theories	of	stratification	suggest	that	stand-
alone	policies	that	purport	to	increase	access	to	the	transfer	mechanism	are	unlikely	
to	be	the	key	to	equalizing	access	to	four-year	institutions	and	the	bachelor’s	
degree;	they	are	at	best	an	incomplete	solution	to	stratification	in	higher	education.	
Policies	must	approach	reducing	stratification	with	strategies	that	enhance	access	to	
various	types	of	four-year	institutions,	including	those	which	are	selective,	and	to	all	
majors,	degree	programs,	and	educational	tracks.		Developing	policies	that	
recognize	the	dynamics	of	stratification	and	how	it	endures	may	be	necessary	to	
alleviate	stratification	in	postsecondary	education	and	reduce	inequality	in	the	
broader	society.		
Researchers	like	Hirsch	(2005)	have	suggested	that	reducing	the	tie	between	
the	labor	market	(income)	and	education	would	lessen	the	pressure	and	
competition	in	educational	attainment	and	foster	less	stratification	in	the	
educational	system.	However,	if	we	are	to	view	the	educational	system	via	a	conflict	
theory	lens,	it	is	unlikely	that	our	dependence	on	education	as	a	job	placement	tool	
will	reduce	stratification	in	any	real	way	due	to	the	structure	of	our	society	and	our	
consistent	inability	to	level	the	playing	field.	Instead,	if	the	problem	of	stratification	
in	postsecondary	education	was	seen	as	an	institutional	or	systemic	issue	rather	
than	an	individual	failure	or	a	need	to	take	a	“different	path”	to	the	baccalaureate,	
perhaps	additional	resources	would	be	granted	to	K-12	prep	or	college	pipeline	
programs.		
A	great	deal	of	research	identifies	the	vast	number	of	barriers	to	college	
entry	and	completion	(Schudde	&	Goldrick-Rab,	2015).	With	this	knowledge	
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policymakers	could	develop	comprehensive	policies	that	address	these	barriers	as	
wee	as	targeted	policy	approaches	that	strengthen	articulation	agreements	
(Anderson	et	al.,	2006;	Handel,	2008)	and	increase	funds	for	college	access	support	
programs	such	as	TRIO	(Mery	&	Schiorring,	2011).	These	supports	have	
demonstrated	some	localized	success	in	granting	access	to	four-year	institutions	for	
those	less	likely	to	attend	them	via	the	traditional	route	(Anderson	et	al.,	2006;	
Handel,	2008;	Ignash	&	Townsend,	2000;	Long,	2005;	Mery	&	Schiorring,	2011).			
Throughout	this	dissertation	I	have	discussed	the	patterns	of	stratification	in	
postsecondary	institutions	and	theories	of	stratification	that	might	explain	the	
persistence	of	this	problem.	I	have	also	provided	an	updated	analysis	of	community	
college	student	pathways	to	transfer	and	four-year	outcomes	in	order	to	help	
policymakers	consider	their	reliance	on	the	transfer	mechanism	and	the	potential	
consequences	of	tuition-free	community	college	policies.	These	policies,	as	
mentioned	throughout	this	paper,	increase	access	to	valuable	trades	and	
certification	programs	that	serve	the	economy	and	help	students	gain	skills.	
However,	insofar	as	a	goal	of	the	transfer	mechanism	is	to	equalize	access	to	the	
four-year	institution	and	its	associated	outcomes,	the	transfer	mechanism	alone	is	
not	going	to	achieve	this	goal:	The	overall	low	rate	of	transfer	and	lack	of	
racial/ethnic	and	first-generational	diversity	in	the	transfer	population	found	in	this	
analysis	means	that	community	colleges	are	operating	primarily	as	a	smoke	screen	
for	equal	opportunity	instead	of	an	actual	tool	for	generating	equality.	The	reality	of	
stratification	in	postsecondary	education	and	the	findings	within	this	dissertation	
demonstrate	the	challenge	policymakers	have	when	it	comes	to	generating	policy	
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that	will	reduce	stratification.	Reducing	cost	will	not	alone	suffice:	For	substantive	
change,	policies	will	at	the	very	least	need	to	include	supports	for	students	to	
navigate	the	complex	and	unequal	world	of	postsecondary	education.		
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